Not All Child Abuse Victims Grow Up to be Monsters: The Incredible Story of Chip St. Clair









By Phyllis Childs
If you regularly watch Dateline, Good Morning America or Montel Williams, you may already feel acquainted with Chip St. Clair.  Since his story was first published in the December 17, 2002 edition of Detroit Free Press, he has been a guest on numerous local and regional (Michigan) television and radio programs, and his story has appeared in a variety of newspapers.  [See sidebar.]

St. Clair didn't aspire to become a minor celebrity or cult hero, but his fantastic story seems to have touched a societal nerve.  More people than he ever imagined live in homes where violence is standard, and Chip has become their brother, their friend, and their voice.  He is always amazed when strangers approach him at the store and pour out their life stories in the checkout line.

While the media has been eager to expose the bizarre details of St. Clair's life, surprisingly few have shown much interest in how he coped during his childhood of abuse or the counsel he might give to today's children who are fighting for survival and the adults who continue to carry the burden of crimes committed against them long ago. 

"Forgiveness sings a bitter tune;

Revenge has worn a path;

Until another’s life in ruin,

You show the face of wrath."

The Cain of Man, Chip Anthony St. Clair

St. Clair credits two primary loves for his stability today: literature and Lisa.

When Chip was eight years old, his family took a rare summer vacation.  In their rented cabin was a book of poems, one of which was "Invictus" (unconquerable), which impressed the boy so much that he read it over and over until he had it memorized.  The following day, he realized for the first time the powerful role that literature would play in saving his life.  Far from shore, his father threw him from a fishing boat into the icy cold water of Lake Michigan and rowed away.  Terrified and near freezing, Chip clung to the words of William Ernest Henley as he swam to safety: I am the master of my fate: I am the captain of my soul. 

When you grow up the only child in a violent home, you don't really comprehend that there's anything else.  But through the writings of Shakespeare, Thoreau, Stevenson, Hugo, Wyss, Twain, and the Bible, among others, Chip began to realize that in addition to the human darkness he knew so well, there was also incredible beauty, honor, kindness, strength and courage.  He read Swiss Family Robinson, Treasure Island and Tom Sawyer in the same way that a healthy child might read Asimov or Vonnegut—as a kind of fantasy world—not understanding that these qualities were real and attainable. 

"For justice can be swiftly dealt

From a multitude unjust;

Lest man deny his equal to a man

When returned by death to dust."

The First Poet, Chip Anthony St. Clair

As he grew older and his world got larger, Chip struggled to make sense of his place in it.  Continuing to find solace in classical literature, music and art, he became aware of something he'd been conditioned to repress: himself.  In addition to reading about life, he began to draw and to write poems and stories that allowed him to explore and expel the pain and bewilderment unique to an abused child.  

In high school, Chip met a girl who would become his wife.  Although she came from a close and nurturing family, Lisa saw something in Chip that he couldn't—a beautiful soul in search of a home. "I can only say that the reward of feeling truly loved was the most important goal to me," she says, "so I learned to have an endless amount of patience." She was diligent in trying to understand the values and morals that shaped him, being careful not to condemn, only to share her point of view.  They married on Valentine's Day, 1999.  Lisa says, "It was very important to...create the safe place my husband never experienced."

"To laugh and to play; without care, without fear, 

The children of sunlight feel whole;

But then there are those whose paths seem unclear,

Unjustly deprived of a soul."






        Basking in the Moonlight, Chip Anthony St. Clair

St. Clair, now 29, is a quiet young man who refuses to allow the memories of his twisted father to poison his future.  He knows it's his choice.  His newly acquired "fame" has provided him with an opportunity to shine some light in a world that, to many, is very dark indeed.  He recently spoke to the 5th grade class of a local elementary school about growing up in a home where his father "was mean sometimes."  Judging from the rapt attention the children paid him, he suspects that this may be a situation that is more prevalent than we know.

St. Clair's advice to all children, regardless of their circumstances, is to "turn off the TV." and anything that does your thinking for you."  Although it temporarily dulls the pain, "you'll never find yourself in there."  He knows firsthand that reading good books, listening to classical music, and finding a creative outlet—painting, writing, crafts—are things that allow you to be quiet, find the beauty in nature, and begin the healing process.

When a child experiences trauma or lives in a violent environment, the brain shuts down.  Many adults who were victimized as children bury those secrets, even from themselves.  To them, Chip strongly recommends that you "remember the first time" you were hurt, and the second and third times, before your brain closed off in its attempt to cope.  "Remember the pain so that you don't repeat the cycle with your kids."

At the end of our interview, Chip told me an analogy that helps him.  "Truth is like a large tapestry hanging on the wall of a dark museum.  By shining a flashlight, you can see pieces of it where the light hits.  You can never see the whole tapestry, but you know it's there."  

SIDEBAR 1

At the age of 22, Chip St. Clair learned that the mean-spirited, abusive father he had always known as David St. Clair was in fact a convicted murderer named 'Michael Grant' who had escaped from prison and had been a fugitive from the law for Chip's entire life.  Over the course of several months, through relatives (who had harbored Grant and kept his secrets) and police records, St. Clair learned that Grant had brutally murdered one child and seriously harmed another, that Chip's own birth certificate was a forgery, that the woman who raised him may not be his biological mother, and that his parents had assumed $50,000 in debt in his name, which he legally obliged to repay.  [For more complete accounts, search "Chip St. Clair" at google.com]  

